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The Lines You Draw 


by Choices We Make 


Summary 


Jaime is just enjoying getting out in the woods for a few hours to gather herbs without any 
of the hunters to sneer at him - he certainly isn't expecting to find a tiny wolf pup caught in 
one of the hunter's traps. 


Notes 


Inspired and completely based on the original works of the wonderful writers of the Mage 
in a Wolfpack series! - With a canon divergence/alternate timeline for how Jaime and the 
Wolfpack meet. 


See the end of the work for more notes 


Chapter 1 


the lines you draw will haunt you 


TW: pretty vivid description of a beating in this one 


Jaime is far further into the woods than he would usually dare to wander, paralyzed with the threat 
of repercussions should he be back later than the hunters would expect, but for the first time, he 
doesn’t care. 


These are the moments, the hours that he lives for, the rare occasions when the hunters feel 
generous enough to let him out to gather herbs for “mage things” or when they need a plant for a 
specific potion or spell, and this time, he feels something stirring in him that aches to stay. The 
peacefulness, the calm, the air quiet but alive with the breath of the forest, uninterrupted birdsong 
and the rustle of leaves. Afternoon sunshine is falling, careless and wild, through the trees and 
creating patterns that glow on the forest floor. Jaime closes his eyes, digging his fingers into the 
earth, and he can feel it soak into him, the scent of it, damp and loamy, rising on a breeze so soft it 
brushes his cheek like a whisper. 


He is defeated, a worm, a weakling, in the hunter’s camp, nothing, worse than nothing but here— 
here, he feels some small, secret part of him stirring to life, a part he’s never sure still exists—wild 
and untamed, and Jaime throbs with the longing to release it, to join the beauty around him, 
become part of it, let it guide his hands and flow though him in joyful surges. 


The collar keeps any actual ability tamped harshly down, but even so, Jaime feels—he feels. Every 
once in an unpredictable while, for only an hour or two—Jaime is free; or as free as he’s ever going 
to be. There is no fear here, no one to watch him, no one to hurt him, no screaming or threats or 
force and he can just...exist. He’s there, just existing, when he hears it, and it strikes him because 
it’s—wrong. Out of place. It doesn’t—it doesn’t belong here, in Jaime’s place of peace. 


A whimper. 


Jaime is on his feet in a second, scanning the surrounding underbrush (he’s promised himself never 
to be taken off guard again, not when he did it once and it ended with him here). It’s a small whine, 
low to the ground somewhere, and he relaxes minutely when he registers the animalistic tone to it. 
He frowns, somewhere in him the little boy who wanted to grow up and be a healer whispering 
they’re hurt something’s hurt, someone— 


Even with his magic locked away, his hearing is twice as sensitive as a normal human’s, and he 
follows it, heartbeat quickening with his steps. The forest bristles, murmuring all around him, 
urgent and encouraging. And then—there. 


Jaime’s not sure what he was expecting, but it wasn’t—it wasn’t this. There’s a trap, monstrous 
and metal and it makes him shudder in recognition, because that’s one of the their traps. And there 
is a wolf in it, ruthlessly held by it’s foreleg, scratched and bloody and desperate, pulling so hard 
away from the teeth of the thing that it’s dug them in even deeper until they’re scraping bone. And 
it’s not— 


Jaime stops, trying to catch his breath, but he can’t, because that’s—that’s not just a wolf. It’s a 
wolf pup. Their eyes are wide and dark and scared, and they cringe away from him, crying 


piteously as he steps closer. 
“Puppy,” he says, voice dazed. 


Said animal lets out a little yowl of despair, pulling harder against the trap. He wishes, wishes he 
had his magic, usually the animals, even wild ones, will recognize the magic in him and know not 
to be afraid. Even now, with the collar on most of the time, he’ Il still get a stray bird or squirrel that 
will land on his shoulder or head, pecking at him or running up his leg curiously, like they know 
innately they don’t need to be intimidated by him. 


This pup is recognizing no such thing. 


“No, don’t—stop that,” Jaime scolds softly. He steps closer and bends down, reaching out to stop 
them from wiggling so much. They’re going to injure themselves further—he takes a closer look. 
It’s a girl. A tiny, fragile, injured little girl puppy, snapping her teeth at his hand as it comes nearer. 
Her fur is silver gray, sweaty from exertion and clammy from the moisture in the air. She shivers 
under his fingers as he rests his palm firmly against her back, holding her still, and as soon as his 
hands meets her back, he feels it. It takes him longer, with his magic locked away, but this skin-to- 
fur contact is enough. This isn’t just a wolf pup—she’s a shifter. No wonder she’s reacting that 
way to Jaime; she’s smart enough to know to be afraid of any human, maybe even especially a 
mage. 


She tries to bark but it comes out more like a hoarse squeak. 


“Alright,” he says, half to himself, half to her. “Alright. We’ll get you out of this. I’m going to help 
you, alright? I need you not to move too much.” 


She’s — she’s scared of him and he...he doesn’t want her to be scared of him. He shushes her 
gently, keeping his tone soothing and even. “That’s right. I’m not going to hurt you, I promise. 
That leg looks nasty, now—it hurts, doesn’t it? Shhh, we’ll get that nasty thing off you.” 


He hesitates, going for the teeth of the trap, but only for a moment. 


All the world wants him and this wolf to be enemies. But this pup is defenseless, and Jaime—Jaime 
isn’t going to cause hurt where he doesn’t have to. It’s a tiny spark of rebellion against all the 
hunters have tried to teach him— animals, they’ll kill you if you ever give them the chance—look at 
those yellow eyes, they’d tear you to pieces. Did you know they have a special preference for 
fucking humans? I’ve heard they even knot them. Perhaps once, a long time ago, there was 
something human about them—now, now they’re just deceptive forms housing a brutal, animalistic 
spirit, and that’s how they get you, tricking people by looking like us. 


Jaime doesn’t know enough about wolves to be able to piece truth from lie, but he knows this tiny, 
helpless thing is no threat to him, and honestly even—even if she was, Jaime couldn’t help it. He 
has so few opportunities to heal, and he craves being able to touch gently (he was never touched 
gently), being able to comfort and ease pain. He just wants to do something with his hands besides 
hurt. 


He’s definitely going to be late back to camp, but he won’t flinch accepting the punishment now. 


“Little one,” he breathes. “I need you to be very good, very still for me.” He hesitates, then, “don’t 
—don’t shift. Shifting when you’ re injured will aggravate it.” 


He doesn’t think twice about ripping a strip of cloth from his frayed shirt—he’ Il need something to 
wrap around the wound as soon as he gets her leg loose. It’s—it’s so deep, and the teeth have kept 


enough pressure on it that it’s definitely bled, but slowly. Once he gets the trap away, there’s the 
risk it could start gushing, and he’Il have to use something to stem the flow. 


The wolf whimpers again, all terror and confusion, her eyes going a little glassy, probably shock or 
exhaustion. The poor little thing doesn’t even understand what’s happened to her, and it just makes 
Jaime even more determined to make it all better for her. She feels so incredibly delicate 
underneath his hands, so easily breakable. 


Jaime thinks of the hunters finding her like this and swallows. That—that won’t happen. Not ever. 
He’ll find a way to hide her while she heals, and none of them will ever, ever touch her. 


Tentatively, he runs his fingers over a soft, velvety ear. 
He takes a breath. 


“Stay really still for me, sweetheart,” he reminds her. And then—it takes all the strength he has to 
try to wrench the trap upwards and away, and it’s not clean. He curses Eskender’s recent decision 
to cut back his feed. It’s barely—barely enough, the trap moving up, then falling an inch, then 
heaved upward again until it clicks back into place and the the tiny leg is free. 


Jaime works quickly, taking a few comfrey leaves from his satchel, chewing them rapidly, then 
placing the chewed leaves on the wound and wrapping the cloth strip around it. It’s not enough, 
blood soaking through the thin cotton within a minute or two. He bites his lip, but end up pulling 
his shirt off. There. That’s enough layers wrapped around it, and tight enough, to stop it up for 
now. The wolf pup is breathing hard, keening in—between gasps, and trying miserably to drag 
herself away from Jaime. 


Jaime wishes, suddenly, so much, that he could just—heal her. Shove his magic in, close his eyes, 
knit the skin and fur and soothe the bone where it’s been scraped. He wants to see her—happy and 
bouncing and chasing after moths like the beautiful, wild thing she should be. Jaime’s always 
known it, he’s just shoved that knowledge down in order to survive, in order to protect himself, but 
—wolves never did belong in cages. They’ve never deserved what he’s done to them. And here’s 
his chance—not to make up for it, Jaime isn’t stupid enough to think that anything he could ever do 
could make up for it—but to do something good. Not for himself. For—for her. 


She’s just a child, so small, and children this small should be safe, shouldn’t even have to question 
it. He wants—he wants to give this tiny wolf pup something that he didn’t have. 


“Tm sorry.” Jaime whispers. “This shouldn’t have happened to you.” 


He’s throbbing with the unfairness of it, startled to find his wetness gathering in the corners of his 
eyes. No time for that, not now, though. The pup has stopped struggling by now, she must be close 
to fainting from the fatigue and blood loss, so he picks her up, cradling her in his hands. 


“Tl protect you.” He murmurs. 


Even as out of it as she is, her tail twitches, and then, without lifting her head, she pokes a pink 
tongue out her mouth to swipe at his fingers. Jaime barely stops himself from cooing at her, a 
warmth rising in him that he hasn’t felt since he lost— 


Well. 


It stays with him as he carries her back, and it feels...it feels good. 


As he gets closer, he keeps an eye out for somewhere to stash her, close enough to camp that he can 
sneak away—the hunters won’t let him out to gather in the woods for a long time, now, not after 
this—and far enough she won’t be in danger of them stumbling upon her. 


It takes him some time to puzzle out, but he finds a place, eventually. The wood stack, wedged 
between two trees near the edge of camp, gathered for the campfire that is a constant in the camp, 
and it’s always Jaime that brings it in, splinters in his hands, scrapes against his wrist. He digs a 
small, shallow rectangular hole in the ground behind one of the trees, behind the long stack of logs, 
and sets her carefully inside, watching her little chest rise and fall. Finally, he covers over the 
shallow hollow with some ferns and underbrush before stepping back. 


There. They aren’t over here often enough to know, anyway, but even if they were—they wouldn’t 
notice a thing. 


He lets out a tiny huff of satisfaction, and then— 
“MAGE!” 


Ah. Someone has obviously spotted him at the edge of camp in the near—dusk. Jaime swallows, 
steeling himself against the instinct to flee from the utter outrage in Bertilo’s voice. 


He’s scared, but he’s not quite as numb as usual. He can’t afford to be, not now—he has little 
Silver to think about. 


Still, Jaime struggles to keep his thoughts from darkening, moody as the night as it falls. He hopes 
the wolf pup will be warm enough tonight. 


“You're late.” Clem says coldly as Jaime approaches. 


“Where have you been, mage?” Bertilo hisses. There’s a few of them gathered around a low fire. 
They’ ve obviously been assigned to wait up until Jaime was back—and they’ re not happy about it. 


“T’m sorry,” Jaime says. 
“And where is your shirt?” 


Jaime steals himself to lie, he hasn’t—he hasn’t lied to the hunters, not for a while, he hadn’t had a 
reason—he can’t meet their eyes and he hopes they interpret that as shame instead of suspicious. 
“T...lost it. Caught it on some brambles and ripped it, and there wasn’t enough of it to save.” 


Bertilo sneers. “As long as you don’t come crying to us for another one.” 


As if Jaime would to ask them. The lack would be obvious enough tomorrow—if they did nothing, 
he would assume they wanted him that way. 


Clem moves closer, and Jaime tenses. “Losing the good clothes we give you,” he says in a low 
voice. He runs a hand, gentle, down the side of Jaime’s face, and Jaime closes his eyes ever so 
briefly, steels himself against responding to the light touch. “Do you need a reminder of who you 
are, love? Who you belong to?” 


Jaime has barely registered that Clem has moved his hand before it’s snapping back toward his 
face, meeting the skin with a resounding s/ap, one side, and then the other, leaving his cheeks 
stinging and tender. 


“Answer me,” Clem says softly. 


“J—I need a r—reminder,” Jaime gasps, knowing this is the answer Clem wants, that this was 
always going to happen either way, as soon as he decided to stay in the woods longer and draw the 
hunter’s ire. 


The others draw in closer, faces eager, like moths drawn to the flame, only—only they were not the 
ones in danger of being destroyed, not here. Jaime’s breath is quickening, but he doesn’t dare 
move. He’s never been surrounded by wolves, but he imagines it feels a little bit like he feels now, 
something in him screaming to retreat, run, get away, predators, feeling them close in on him, the 
dread. 


“Of course you do, mage.” Wilek says, his eyes glinting. “And we’re going to give it to you.” 


Somehow, the night seems so much darker now than it was minutes ago. Shadows playing across 
the stripped, empty earth of the camp, the fire sizzling sinisterly, the air suddenly cold and 
unfriendly against Jaime’s naked back, and Jaime knows better than to brace against it. His heart is 
beating fast and sharp, hitting his chest with a bruising force that’s actually painful. 


And then—there’s a hand in his hair, rough, throwing him forward, and he stumbles, unable to 
catch his balance. The ground is hard as he lands, tasting dust, panting, and that’s when they start. 
Blows to his side, his back, and he doubles over, curling around a sharp kick to his stomach. The 
coppery taste of blood filters into his mouth, but he can’t tell whether it’s his nose or his mouth 
bleeding or both. The world spins around him, his chest protesting way he’s gasping for air. For 
every blow he can catch coming, there’s three others that catch him from a different direction, and 
eventually he closes his eyes and lets himself relax into the hits like a rag doll. Something smacks 
into his head, sending it throbbing and reeling in pain. There’s a crack, and Jaime feels one of his 
ribs give way, and that—that’s definitely broken, oh fates—he’s—his mouth is filling with his own 
blood, he’s drowning in it—he spits out a mouthful only to have his face shoved into it. He’s not 
sure, but it feels like someone’s boot is on the back of his head. 


He wants to plead but he...he doesn’t want to talk. It’s too much—too much effort, he can’t make 
himself form the words, and there’s so many other voices swarming around him, jeers, and laughs, 
he probably wouldn’t even be heard. 


He’s barely conscious now, and it takes him an age to realize the blows have stopped coming. 
When he does, he can’t quite figure out if he wants to spare enough energy to care. He lays in the 
dirt, limp, mouth smeared with blood, head sick and spinning, limbs twisted at all angles. 


He closes his eyes again - it’s harder than he thinks it should be, maybe one is swollen? - because 
he knows exactly what’s coming next. This is where he usually begs for death, instead, please, it 
hurts, don’t make him—but this time he—he can’t die, because what would happen to little Silver? 


“Heal yourself.” One of them demands. 


There’s hands around his throat, they’re going to choke—no, his collar—Jaime feels the tiniest bit 
of magic trickle through him. He draws in a ragged, stuttering breath, and grabs onto it like a 
lifeline, lets himself fall into it. His magic knows what to do, flooding the parts of him that are 
draining his strength and lifeblood until he slowly becomes more lucid. And then—the pup. Jaime 
stops, holding the magic back for a moment even as it pushes back against him, wanting to finish 
it’s healing. But the pup...she was in pain, her leg. Jaime concentrates, and uses the bits and pieces 
of his new strength to send his magic slithering across the ground. It perks, interested, when it gets 
close to the little wolf pup, tucked away in the shallow hole. She, too, needs your help, he thinks, 
prompting it forward. His magic swarms over her, oozing into her wound. 


“That’s enough, mage!” 


Jaime catches his breath as his magic is yanked abruptly back, collar tightening around his neck. 
He slumps. 


“Can’t have you heal yourself too much—after all, we want you to remember.” 


He is dragged partially upright, head pounding, and for a moment he can’t breathe, frantic panic 
closing his windpipe and he’s so cold. 


Over the ground, toward the stake by the tents. His vision is blurring and he doesn’t even try to 
parse out the details, but he knows enough. 


Knows the rough feel of the timber as his arms are wrenched behind him, around the stake, and 
tied together with a coarse rope. Ah—his shoulders are on fire, and he’s not—he—he swallows a 
sob as he pulls his legs closer. His limbs feel like they weight a hundred full grown elks each, he’s 
just so heavy and tired, and he’s—he’s shivering. 


“Sleep well, mage!” It’s Wilek, laughing as he leaves, the jeers and taunts that Jaime has been 
ignoring fading away as the hunters leave him. 


It’s dark, and cold. He curls closer against the stake he’s tied too, shifting and grimacing. He never 
quite get comfortable, but he does, eventually, sleep. 


Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


I updated the tags - the next (last) chapter got a little more violent than I was 
expecting, so please be aware! 

TW in this chapter for brief description of rape (it's literally two sentences) and non- 
consensual kissing. 


who am i to fall in line 


When he wakes, it’s to a stickiness in his mouth, wet dew clinging to his trousers, and somehow, 
the sunrise. He doesn’t know why that surprises him, but after a night so long, he’s always a little 
startled to see light stealing back into the sky again. It’s still cold, but he’s not shivering, which is 
—not a good thing. The air prickles briskly against his skin, raising every little hair. Jaime shifts— 
and bites back a gasp. He’s—functional, but moving around today is not going to be pleasant, and 
his shoulders muscles are on fire from the strain of being twisted behind him all night. There’s 
nothing he can do until the hunters rise, and the camp is quiet and still. Usually Jaime hates these 
still moments, where there’s nothing to feel but the way hunger is sitting in the pit of his stomach, 
heavy and knowing, when all his past grievances come back to haunt and hound him with guilt. 
But this time, there’s something else on his mind—Silver. He wonders how the little pup is doing, 
her leg, her pain—is she awake? Is she scared? How much was he able to heal last night before 
they took his magic back? 


He's thankful enough for the distraction, so he sits, and lets himself wonder. 


It’s mid-morning before the hunters are moving about enough to get hungry and come to untie him 
from the stake so he can start breakfast—Emelina’s voice taunting, “Did someone have fun last 
night?” — and even later than that when Jaime manages to slip away behind the woodpile without 
them noticing. He crouches, wincing at how the position flares every sore spot in his body. 


“Puppy?” He whispers. 
There’s a quiet snuffle, and then a paw pokes through the underbrush covering the hole. 


Jaime feels his lips tug upward. He sets the ferns and brush aside hurriedly. Silver is crouched low, 
staring up at him curiously with those dark eyes, her head pitched to the side, and—oh fates, one 
ear bent at the tip. She’s so little. 


She’s about to bark when Jaime shushes her quickly. “No I—need you to be really, really quiet, 
okay? There are bad people close by, and I don’t want them to hear you. I’m going to keep you 
hidden away and safe, alright? How’s your leg doing?” 


She lolls her tongue out and rolls onto her side to let him get a better look. 


He brought some more comfrey leaves—he has nothing to change the bandage to a cleaner one, 
unfortunately, but he’s glad to see his few seconds of healing yesterday helped at least a little. She 


stills needs to rest and let it finish, but maybe—maybe within a few days. 


Jaime swallows, scolding himself hard for the spear of disappointment that goes through him at the 
thought of her leaving. Selfish. He’s always so selfish. Of course he can’t keep her here, in danger. 
The hunters would get wind of things, eventually, and besides, she needs her pack. 


What if they’re dead? What if she’s all alone? What if she needs you? 
No, he tells himself firmly. There is an easy way to settle this. 


“Silver—I hope you don’t mind me calling you that, since I don’t know your name, and I don’t 
want you shifting yet.” 


Silver grins at him, swiping at his hand with her tongue as he strokes her absentmindedly. Good, 
then. Hiding a tiny pup is not nearly as hard as trying to hide a six or seven year old girl—and 
besides, her injury is not healed yet. 


He strokes her head. “Good girl. I’m...I'm Jaime.” 


Fates, it’s been so long since he’s heard his name aloud. After the hunters first took him, he used to 
whisper it to himself at night, just so he didn’t forget it. 


“Silver,” he says. “Do you...do you have a pack?” 
Silver nods her head eagerly. 


“Okay. You’re not ready yet, you’re still hurt, but ’'m going to get you back to them as soon as I 
can.” Jaime’s heart sinks a little. No, he’s happy for her! 


“Are you very far away from them?” 
Silver’s head drops, and she nods reluctantly, letting out a little whine and licking her muzzle. 


“That’s alright. We’ ll figure it out. Look!” Eager to wipe away the sad look in her eyes, he sneaks 
out the piece of cured ham he had stashed away at breakfast. It was meat, and wolves ate meat, 
right? 


Ugh. He was so bad at this. 
He just...he wasn’t used to needing to keep wolves alive. 


He sets it in front of her, and she drags it closer with her two front paws before starting to gnaw on 
it happily. 


“Be really quiet. I'll try to bring some more tonight. And let that leg rest and heal!” 


He walks away, grabbing a handful of firewood as he goes, and only limping a little. He 
desperately hopes the hunters won’t notice that he didn’t heal himself as much as usual after a 
punishment, but...Silver needed it more than he did. And the hunters aren’t likely to notice—when 
do they ever pay attention to his pain except when they’re enjoying it? 


They don’t notice. Eskender takes Jaime to his tent that night and Jaime—he tries to think about 


Silver, let the thought of her strengthen him, but it doesn’t work this time. It’s brusque and brutal 
and completely void of any type of real intimacy, and even when he’s being tortured, he never 
feels more like a thing than when he’s being used like this. He’s gagging on whatever raunchy 
piece of cloth Eskender tied into his mouth, drooling and sobbing and blindfolded, and by the third 
time he feels something push into him, he breaks away and finds himself floating into a blessed 
nothingness where there is no Silver to be brave for, and no him, and he doesn’t have to feel 
anything at all. 


He can barely look at the little wolf pup when he visits her the next morning, even though she 
pushes her wet nose at him in concern, hobbling up into his lap and lapping at his bare stomach 
with her rough pink tongue, obviously sensing something is wrong. He’s not sure why he feels like 
he’s failed her. 


He’s such a coward. He lets them all do whatever they want to him, doesn’t he? He whinges, but he 
never—never does anything about it, always whining and helpless and weak. He wonders, for the 
first time, what would happen if the hunters did find Silver; would he stop them from throwing her 
into a cage, keeping her locked up, would he even try? If they wanted him to lock her in her shift, 
to spell her scent, to electrify those empty cages - he wants to think he would, of course he does. 
Cowards always want to think of themselves as brave. But he’s never been met with a circumstance 
he hasn’t eventually given in to. The thought of him standing there, watching them torment the tiny 
pup, just standing there - he feels bile rising in his throat. He stands abruptly, shoveling the puppy 
gently off his lap back into her little burrow. 


“You’re—you’re doing great, Silver. Another two days, and you should be pretty much be good to 
go. You’ve done so good—” He chokes, and then he flees. 


Too much of a coward to even face a tiny wolf pup. 


The next day it’s afternoon before Jaime can trek away to the woodpile. He glances around before 
ducking down behind it and reaching past the brush into the hole. A thrill of alarm goes through 
him when his fingers meet empty dirt, but then a ball of fur pounces on his fingers, sharp teeth 
nibbling playfully. He laughs a little, startling himself, and immediately stifles it before any of the 
hunters can hear. It’s been—a Jong time since he’s felt that sound bubble up. 


“Alright, you little menace,” he whispers, grinning. 


He lifts her out. She’s favoring her bad leg, but just a little, and she's starting to get restless being 
stuck in one place, Jaime can tell. He itches to just take her out into the woods, to run and play and 
tumble with her, but—there’s no way the hunters are letting him any further than camp for...well, 
maybe not ever. It depends on their whims and their occasional need for unusual potions. 


She’s thinner than she was, Jaime frowns. Probably thanks to the meager amount of scraps Jaime 
has saved for her, but he can’t risk taking any more than he does—it’s already much more than he 
would ever risk taking for himself. 


She chews enthusiastically on the strips of dried jerky he brought and cries softly when he tells her 
needs to go, padding sadly into her shallow home. 


Jaime feels heavy as he lugs firewood back into camp, preoccupied as he considers Silver, 
fidgeting and wiggly and eager. Perhaps a toy to keep her busy? Some rope, or a stick? He could— 


“T said, did you enjoy the other night, mage?” Snarls a voice right next to Jaime’s ear. He flinches 
back, the wood in his arms tumbling to the ground, a particularly heavy log landing on Jaime’s 
foot, and he winces. Bruised, though, not broken, he thinks. 


“Look at me!” Eskender snaps. 


Jaime draw his eyes up, stopping them just before they meet Eskender’s. The hunter doesn't like it 
when Jaime meets his eyes—thinks it makes Jaime feel “too much like an equal". 


“Ts there something wrong?” The hunter says silkily. 
Jamie shakes his head, and Eskender hisses, moving closer. 


“T asked you a question. Use your mouth, mage,” and then Eskender is spinning him around and 
pressing their lips together. His hands are holding Jaime in place, mouth rough as it pushes 
violently into his, ruthless and demanding. The kiss goes on, Jaime jerking back instinctively and 
Eskender yanking him closer, one hand circling around to pin Jaime's arm to his side and pinch at 
Jaime’s back. 


“You don’t get away to pull away until I say you can, mage,” Eskender says darkly, and then— 
Jaime sees it, for a split second, the curious deep brown eyes of Silver as she’s hunkered down 
between some logs in the wood stack, watching him with such sweet, innocent intrigue. No, what 
is she doing out of the burrow—how long has she been spying on—oh, fates, what if Eskender—he 
won’t see her, not with his back to the woodpile, but if she makes any noise— 


Jaime goes limp in Eskender’s grasp as he finishes the kiss, and Eskender, satisfied with what he 
interprets as Jaime’s surrender, lets go suddenly, with a mocking laugh. 


“Better pick that up,” he nods toward the firewood. 


Jaime bends wordlessly to collect it from the ground, and Eskender slaps Jaime’s rear as he walks 
away. 


That could—it could have been worse, much worse. Jaime glances surreptitiously over to see Silver 
still watching him and shudders. What if Eskender has decided to take him right there, what if 
others had joined in, what if Silver had been traumatized witnessing a vicious gang rape? 


He should have seen this coming, the way she was earlier. Of course she was going to start poking 
about cautiously. She still doesn’t realize the danger, and— 


He will never forgive himself if she sees something she won’t be able to forget. 
This is no place for a wolf cub—and she has a pack to get back to. 
Tomorrow is the day, Jaime decides. Silver is ready—she needs to be free. 


Besides, it has been several days; too much longer and her pack might even start looking for her, 
and Jaime does not need the punishment the hunters would rain down on his head if he brought a 
wolf pack down on camp. He doesn’t—he doesn’t want to see Silver’s pack in the hunter’s cages, 
doesn’t want to see her eyes when he spells them away. And he knows enough to know no pack has 
ever gone up against the hunters and won. 


No. It’s time to let Silver go. 


Chapter 3 


Chapter Notes 
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they're just fault lines 
they're just hard times 


try to keep your feet on the ground 


TW for a torture scene, a panic attack, a bit of gore, and lots and lots of delicious 
misunderstandings 


Silver must scurry back to the burrow afterward for a while, but Jaime catches glimpses of her 
throughout the day, sitting happily with her head on her front paws, peeking out through openings 
in the logs, and every time he does, he wants to shake her. He obviously hasn’t made the bad 
people scary enough, he just—he just didn’t want to frighten her. And he’d avoided using the word 
hunter, wary of an extreme reaction. Hunters are like the boogeymen of wolfpups the way 
werewolves are to small human children. Besides, she knew he worked for the bad people and he 
didn’t...he’d been protecting himself, really. He didn’t want Silver to see him as—as one of them. 
She was the only pure, good thing he’d ever found with the hunters, and as grasping and greedy as 
it was, he didn’t want to taint her with the knowledge of who he really was. He could have that, 
couldn’t he? It wasn’t too much to ask, just for these few days? A memory of happiness to keep 
him sane, for him to cling to against the knowledge of how much damage he’s caused? 


The afternoon settles slowly, the hunters are sitting around the fire, loud and rowdy, eating, and 
Jaime seizes the chance to sneak away. 


As soon as he’s ducked out of sight, he hisses “Silver?” 
She greets him with a quiet, delighted puppy yap, assailing him with tiny licks. 


“Silver!” He shoves her away to make her stop, and looks at her sternly. “You’ve been spying on 
me today.” 


She perks proudly, prancing a bit on her legs. 
He sighs. “Silver...you can’t do that! It’s too dangerous—the bad people might see you.” 


She whines, looking hurt, and everything in him wants to scoop her up and comfort her and tell her 


it’s alright—but this is too important. She has to know, not just for right now, but even for later in 
her life. Not everyone is someone who wishes her well. There are some people who would have 
dragged that trap all the way back to camp, with her in it, hurt her, taken whatever they wanted 
from her. And he /ives with them. 


Silver’s whine changes suddenly, high pitched, and she goes still. 


Jaime reaches for her because he doesn’t—he doesn’t want her to be that frightened, he can explain 
—when he feels prickles along the back of his neck. 


No. No no no no no— 
“T didn’t think we needed more wood.” 


It’s Eskender. It’s his voice, the husk, the amusement, and Jaime rears away from the puppy, yells, 
“Silver, run!” while he whirls to face the hunter. 


“Someone’s been keeping secrets, mage,” Eskeder says. There’s equal amounts of fury and 
anticipation in his voice, almost an admiration, and Jaime shudders. Eskender—Eskender always 
did like him best when he had some “spunk”. He likes having fresh meat to break. But Jaime isn’t, 
he just wants—he wants to take it, like he always does, and he wants Silver to be far, far away. 


She could be far away but now, but she isn’t. She’s—bounded in front of Jaime, fur raised like 
hackles, snapping and growling puppy growls with everything she’s got, and Jaime—Jaime doesn’t 
understand, why doesn’t she go, what part of run did she not get—but she doesn’t know what the 
hunters are capable of, doesn’t understand that Jaime isn’t worth protecting— 


Clem picks the puppy up by her squirming middle and she twists in his hand, trying to bite at him, 
and then, as Jaime watches, he slams Silver’s head into the ground. Jaime chokes. Her snarls turn 
into a high-pitched yelp before she goes abruptly quiet. 


Someone is talking, but all Jaime can hear is the roar of white silence, and his heart breaking so 
loudly he thinks he can hear the crack. 


“No, please—” 


“T think you’re past the point of asking us to listen to a single thing you say, mage,” Bertilo snaps. 
“Maybe we should cut out your lying tongue!” 


Jaime doesn’t even process the threat, can’t takes his eyes off the pup, her tiny body stunned and 
motionless. Clem leaves her limp, senseless body on the ground—just knocked out, fates, please— 
and advances towards Jaime. 


“Someone needs to be taught to keep his hands to himself, I think.” Eskender says harshly. 


The hunters are doing something, hands on him, on his shoulders, forcing Jaime to his knees—but 
he can barely focus past the sight of her. He can’t tell with the way he’s being jostled—is her chest 
rising? She’s so, so still and it’s wrong, and he wants her to wake up. 


A twitch of her paw, something, anything. Tell me you’re alive, he begs. There is no response. 
He finds himself slumping into the hunter’s grasps. 


This is—this is his fault. 


There’s something like despair burning low in the pit of his stomach, and then he feels an irrational 
surge of anger because she could have run. He told her to run. And now she’s—and now— 


His fault. 


He hardly notices when they bring it out, as they stretch his hand over the coarse, flat surface and 
tie twine over across his both sets of fingers, forcing his hands open and flat. He’s hot—no, cold, 
chilled all the way through, and his throat is so dry he can’t—he can’t quite swallow right. 


And then, he sees it. It’s tiny, just her tail spasming, but Jaime wants to sob with relief. She is alive 
—for now. And that’s enough. For Jaime, for Silver, it’s enough for now—it—this gives him 
another chance. One more chance to save her. 


He takes a breath. 
Eskender stands back. He passes a thin, rope-like plant over to Clem, who brandishes it with a grin. 


Oh, this. Jaime remembers this. Some sort of forest vine, almost rubbery in texture, and durable as 
fate, the sting of it echoing in his nightmares. 


And his fingers are tied down, forced flat. He doesn’t know whether it’s better or worse that he 
knows exactly what’s coming. 


At least Silver doesn’t have to watch. 


He can—he can take this, for her. Maybe she’ll wake up and be able to sneak away while the 
hunters are distracted with him, maybe—yeah, this is—this is good, they aren’t paying attention to 
her, they’ Il be too busy with—him. 


He just keeps thinking about that, trying to stop the shuddering his body’s gone into—as long as 
they don’t hurt Silver—stick blood, white scars on his palms, not being able to bend his fingers for 
a week through the agony— 


“Skender,” Jaime’s voice is a little slurred as it comes out, pleading. He knows better than to beg, 
he’s—he’s happy to take this, for Silver, but it still comes out anyway. He always ends up here, 
just like every other time, knowing there’s nothing that will stop this from happening, and unable 
to stop himself from begging anyways. He really is pathetic, isn’t he? 


For Silver, he thinks. But this time it’s for Silver. 
“You brought this on yourself, mage.” Eskender crosses his arms over his chest and nods to Clem. 
Clem brings the vine down like a whip, and it takes Jaime’s breath away. 


The pain feels familiar in a way that is almost right, and Jaime settles into it in a way that is 
comfortable it nearly frightens him. 


Before the first strike has settled, a second one hits, and this one smarts, anding right where his 
fingers meet the palm of his hand, like someone’s put a hot iron on the spot, and Jaime’s his hands 
instinctively jerk back, fingers trying to curl away against the pain, but the twine keep them in 
place. It feels—it feels a little bit inevitable, like Jaime knew this was going to happen from the 
moment he cradled the wolf pup in his hands and felt a tiny, hesitant coil of protectiveness in his 
chest. 


“Do we need to tie your wrists down, too?” Eskender says in a low voice. 


“N-no,” Jaime gasps. He’ ll be—he’ll be good— 


Another lash, a hard one, and Jaime bites his lip, hard, feeling it searing into his skin like a brand. 
The skin flushes, first a dark red, then pink, and then turning white around the edges of the forming 
welt. 


Then there’s another one in the same spot, and a noise vibrates in the back of his throat, 
somewhere between a moan and a wail. Jaime grits his teeth, jaw clenched. He has no face to save 
in front of the hunters, none at all, but he doesn’t want a scream to be the first sound Silver wakes 
up to. 


Jaime keeps track of the hits—it gives him something to focus on—but he’s having trouble, is it 
nine? Ten? His head’s swimming, his fingers throbbing. Every once in a while Jaime will stare at 
them just to make sure they’re still attached. It’s the sort of sting that intensifies, building on itself, 
first just the shock and the impact and then—and then—his hands are on fire—there’s another raw, 
blazing stripe cut across his palm, and some knobby bit on the vine catches the delicate skin and 
draws a thin line of blood. It doesn’t take long before the skin on his palms is being ripped open, 
raw and blood smeared, and Jaime can’t—can’t help it, an inhuman shriek dragged from between 
his lips like a living thing. 


Jaime can’t—he can’t—please let it be enough, please—the pain is too sharp to let him drift, too 
grounding, every time he tries, the next lash brings him back. His fingers ache from wanting to 
claw toward his palm, tugging against the twine, which has dug far enough into his skin it feels 
like it’s going to rub right down to the bone. 


It doesn’t take him long after that to break. 
Pathetic. 
“P-please,” Jaime begs, voice wet and ragged. “What—ah—what—” 


He can’t finish, but Eskender crouches down next to him with a knowing look. “Oh mage,” he 
says. “You still haven’t figured it out after all this time. We don’t want anything from you, except 
to own you.” 


“Y-you do,” Jaime sobs, because of course they do— 
“Not while you keep secrets from us.” Eskender says finally, rising to his feet. 


Jaime stops counting the hits. 


It takes him some time to realize the strokes have stopped, he doesn’t know how long he’s been 
sitting there, dazed, waiting for the next one. And then—his fingers are freed. There’s a sharp 
throbbing as blood rushes back into his dead fingers. Jaime feels stiff all over, unable to move. He 
curls over on the ground, panting. He’s—he’s going to be sick, he can’t even bear to look at his 
hands; there’s nothing left of him but a wild, vacant shell. 


But when he opens his eyes, he sees Silver stirring on the ground, off to the side where Clem had 
tossed her, and he remembers. 


For a bit, there was only the haze, only the pain, only the way he couldn’t move and his palms 


were being flayed raw, there was only him, drunk on the taste of his own tears, but now—now 
there is Silver, again, and maybe he doesn’t deserve to live but she does, and he her only hope right 
now. 


She snuffles, blinking her eyes. 
No, they’ll see you—he thinks frantically. 
“Hey—hey,” it’s Wilek, startled. “I think she’s waking up!” 


Clem drifts closer, grinning. “Sleeping beauty finally deciding to join us?” He coos, reaching 
toward the still stunned, confused baby who cringes away and Jaime—no—he’s taken it, they can 
do whatever they want to him, he can survive, he’s doing everything they want, he’s theirs, but 
Silver is not and— 


Clem yanks at her tail, and she lets out a sharp whine, struggling to drag herself away from him, 
still disoriented. The hunter laughs. 


Jaime can feel something stirring in him, a burning sensation, steely and smoldering and foreign. 


No, he doesn’t want this to happen, he doesn’t want them to hurt her and he doesn’t want her to die, 
but that’s never stopped anything from happening before— 


His chest is heaving with the weight of an emotion he doesn’t dare to name, and it grows as Clem 
reaches out toward Silver again. 


There’s a soft wind gathering around Jaime, a cooling sensation on his suddenly hot cheeks, touch 
him, hurt him but 


don’t 
touch 
her. 


The air comes alive with a sudden crackle and there’s an abrupt gust of—that’s not possible, how— 
but Jaime can feel it, his magic, lifting her up and whisking her gently to an empty enclosure, far 
away from the hunters. The door slams shut, and the bars shimmer faintly with the remnants of 
shielding magic. 


Every one of the hunters spins toward Jaime. 


He can’t—he doesn’t feel like he has magic, he can’t—he can’t feel it, not now at least, his collar 
tight around his throat like a chain—accidental magic? But—sudden hope shoots up in him and he 
reaches again, tries for a protective spell around himself. 


There’s nothing. Nothing happens. 


The hunters are gathering, looking savage and more angry than Jaime’s ever seen—which is a feat 
—and Jaime is helpless. 


But the puppy is safe, and he’s suddenly, fiercely glad. 


He knows the emotion now, the remnants of it still swirling inside of him, forceful and fertile, and 
it’s one he hasn’t felt in so, so many years. Defiance. It’s heady, dangerous, and for a moment he 
wants to laugh because she’s safe. 


At least, for now. 


So he’s not sorry when he slumps back down, face in the dirt, hunters closing in around him, 
feeling winded and drained and exposed. He wonders, distantly, how many times they’ ll bring him 
to the brink of death and make him heal before they’Il be satisfied. We don’t want anything from 
you, except to own you, says Eskender’s voice in his head. 


They can have every piece of him except his heart, for that was irrevocably stolen from beneath 
their noses by a tiny wolf pup, and Jaime doesn’t think she’s letting go of it anytime soon. 


Bertilo sweeps over Jaime like a storm, and he stills, waiting for it to break. 
“What do you think you’re—” 
Before the hunter can finish, a primitive howl cuts through the air like siren. 


The next minute, there’s—there’s bodies, large, fur covered, hurling themselves through the air at 
the group of hunters. 


Silver, still sluggish and slightly dazed looking in the pen, shifts into a wide-eyed, brown haired 
little girl. She grabs onto the bars and cries, “Uncle Dmitri!” 


Silver’s pack. 


Jaime curls tighter on the ground, stunned, trying to process. Any remnants of anger die down in a 
stricken panic. 


Oh, he’s...he’s going to die. The hunters might have gotten over Jaime keeping secrets, but this? 
Bringing a wolf pack down on the camp? That wasn’t something hunters—or those they worked 
with—did to each other, wasn’t something they could risk ever happening again. For this, there 
would be no forgiveness. And people—people are dying, Jaime can hear them, piercing cries and 
startled bellows intermixed with the animal yelps and baying. 


Oh, this is all his fault—his stupid, stupid fault. Silver is going to see her pack killed, skinned, in 
front of her because Jaime couldn’t resist trying to help. And if he’s dead, whose going to protect 
her? 


Silver would have been better off without him. He should have just let her go and left her alone, 
but he couldn’t, and now she’s paying the price—a child. He’s just—a curse to anyone he ever gets 
attached to, isn’t he? Every time this happens, every time he wins some little victory, and it gets 
snatched from his hands and burned in front of him and Jaime has never learned his lesson— 
maybe the hunters are right, Jaime is just stupid and stubborn and dense and needs to learn his 
place, because now there’s so many lives that he’s brought into danger. 


He wants to clamp his hands over his ears to shut out the screams and snarls, but a finger twitch is 
all it takes to send agony spinning through him again, so he leaves them slack on the ground where 
they are, helpless to do anything but listen as a full-out battle goes on around him. 


Something nudges him, something sharp—a knife?—and Jaime opens his eyes, realizing the 
sounds have died down and there’s an eerie silence—he freezes. He was expecting Eskender’s 
glowering face, but that’s—that’s a wolf. Jaime pulls himself up with an elbow, cringing backward, 
carefully avoiding pressing his hand to the ground, and looks around. The camp is littered with 
bodies that look like they’ve been put through a shredder. Irina’s neck is just—ripped open, Dilip, 
Clem—Jaime feels something jerk in his chest. They weren’t good people, fates, Jaime would have 
hated them if he had the strength, but they were people he knew, and now they’re...Tulio has had 
his guts ripped out of his body and trailed across the ground, and Jaime doesn’t know how to feel. 


“Jamie!” 


The voice is unfamiliar, but Jaime thinks he would recognize it anywhere. A moment later, Silver 
—no, that’s not her name, she’s not his anymore, he needs to—is hurtling herself towards him. The 
wolf in front of him—must be the one who nudged him earlier, trying to see if he was dead or not? 
— shifts, and catches her right before she reaches him. Jaime tries not to let it hurt. 


“Get away from him, Rowan!” The man snaps. “He’s one of them—he’s their mage.” 
Silver—Rowan—blinks, hurt, her little brow furrowing in bewilderment. 


“No, let me go! He—I—tell them!” She turns toward Jaime, imploring. “Tell Uncle Dmitri—you 


”° 


“Rowan, come away. You’re tired and confused, you need to rest.” 
“But Jaime helped me,” she insists uncertainly. 


The man sighs, glaring at him and ruffling his hand through his dark hair. “Honey, it was a trick.” 
He says softly. “That’s what hunters do, sometimes. You—go find Khalida and let her hug you, 
okay? We’ ve been looking for you for a long time. Everyone was worried.” 


Rowan slumps and bites her lip, looking at Jaime one last time before walking away, hardly 
limping at all. Her right leg. It looks—better, now. He’s glad. 


With the child gone, the wolf—Dmitri—doesn’t hold back. “What did you do to her?” He growls, 
stalking closer. 


“Does it matter what I’ve done?” Jaime says softly. His voice still a bit hoarse. 


“Tt matters,” Dmitri replies in a guttural tone,” if you care how much you’re going to suffer before 
you die.” 


Jaime does—but he doesn’t, not really. He’s been resigning himself to death ever since the attack 
started, but this is even better because...because he doesn’t have to hurt. He doesn’t have to kill. 
He doesn’t have to earn it. And Silver is alive, and safe. And really, that’s all he ever wanted to ask 
for. 


Old words echo in Jaime’s head—“they’re savages, killing who they wish, taking what they want. 
Someone has to cut the population down a little or they’d overrun us all! No one holds them 
accountable, they refuse to answer to human courts- they’re animals, boy, you understand? Just 
wild animals with a taste for human blood” — 


No. They won’t listen to him. 


So, he thinks. This is the way he dies. 


Dmitri starts forward and hauls Jaime up, fingers digging into the skin on his shoulder blades, the 
wolf’s other hand pulling back as if for a punch, and Jaime flinches. 


Dmitri sneers—and pulls a length of rope from behind his back. 
“Hands,” Dmitri says. 

Jaime—hesitates. 

“Hands,” Dmitri narrows his eyes. 


“Yes—alright—” Jaime says breathily. He steels himself, and moves his hands forward until his 
wrists are together. 


Dmitri raises an eyebrow at the swollen weals and blood smears, still drying across Jaime’s palms 
and hands. “Spell gone wrong?” He says, but he ties the rope lower on Jaime’s wrists, well away 
from any of the welts, and Jaime is grateful. 


The wolf leads him over to one of the cages and gives Jaime a shove. “See how you like being shut 
up in a pen for animals,” he scoffs, but Jatme—Jaime doesn’t understand. Why isn’t he just killing 
him? What is this for? 


The dirt is packed inside the enclosure, firm against his bare feet, and Jaime immediately finds a 
corner and sits, facing the man, trying to look unthreatening. As slim as he is, barefoot and without 
his shirt, with his hands bound—Jaime is sure it doesn’t take much, but then again, that’s never 
stopped people from hurting him before. Jaime waiting , for what he’s not sure, but all Dmitri does 
shoot him a last hate filled glance, and say harshly, “One twitch out of place, mage, and we won’t 
even wait to question you before we kill. And we will be watching.” 


He leaves. 


There’s enough wolves wandering around close by that Jaime hardly dares to even breath. He pulls 
his knees to his chest, bound arms wrapped around them, puts his chin on his knees, and closes his 
eyes, trying not to remember the hurt in Rowan’s eyes. 


She’s safe. That’s the most important thing. She’ll grow up and learn to hate Jaime like all good 
wolves hate hunters, and he—he needs to be okay with that. 


But maybe it’s better that he won’t be alive for that part, because he doesn’t know if he can be. 


Ironic, that after all the hunters have done to him, it would be a wolf that breaks him in the end. 


The wolves must figure out that Eskender was the leader, because out of the three other hunters 
that are still alive after the battle, he’s the only one they keep alive. 


It’s dusk when Dmitri marches a bound, disheveled Eskender over to the enclosure that Jaime is in. 


He opens the door and Jaime is horrified by the sudden realization that they mean to put Eskender 
in the same pen as him, probably overnight. Jaime immediately scrambles to his feet, eyes on the 
hunter. 


“Rowan has informed us that you two are...close,” Dmitri says, curling his lip in clear disgust. 


“Enjoy a finale night together with your lover, mage. It’s the last time you’ll see each other.” 


It’s clear the wolf thinks he’s doing Jaime a favor, but Jaime can feel a sudden hammering in his 
throat, his pulse rising, something that is not quite terror prickling over his skin. 


Eskender’s lips twitch, his eyes fixated on Jaime, and Jamie is used to Eskender’s greedy looks, but 
this—this is something different, something feral and crafty, almost deranged. The hunter has 
nothing left to lose, he’s seen every one of his friends die in front of him, and it’s Jaime that is 
responsible for their downfall. 


And as for Jaime himself, he had counted on dying before ever spending another night with 
Eskender. 


Dmitri moves to take his hand off Eskender’s shoulder, and Jaime says, “Wait.” 
Surprisingly, Dmitri does. 


“If you put that man in here with me,” Jaime says steadily, “I can promise you that neither of us 
will be alive in the morning.” 


Confusion flutters over Dmitri’s face for just a second before he flushes darkly. “Is that a threat?” 
“Tt’s the truth,” Jaime says simply. 


His eyes are watching Eskender’s face so closely he doesn’t even notice the hunter moving his 
hands until the man is leaping toward him. Jaime shies away, fighting against the instinct to raise 
his injured hands to protect himself, and for just a moment, Eskender’s fingers are wrapping around 
Jaime’s neck. 


Jaime screams, more from the shock than the pain, as his muscles seize under the sudden wave of 
agony. 


There is the sound of an animal’s snarl. 


Something hurls itself between Jaime and Eskender, breaking Eskender’s grip. Once they are 
broken apart, the huge, bulking figure of the wolf shifts into Dmitri. 


“That’s enough!” Dmitri roars. 
Jaime straightens, panting, tense. 


Dmitri takes Eskender by the back of the neck, almost as if he’s scruffing him. “You seem to have 
forgotten, hunter,” he says in a low voice, “that despite my Alpha’s orders, the temptation to break 
your head open is never far from me and I will not hesitate to spill your blood if you cause 
trouble.” 


He pushes the hunter roughly out before pausing to look back at Jaime. “Lover’s tiff, eh?” He 
smirks. “Trouble in paradise?” 


He turns around once more before he leaves, though, and speaks, halting and abrupt, “I—the collar 
must have malfunctioned. I'll see if someone can...come look at it in the morning.” 


Malfunctioned? Jaime can feels his brows drawing together. The collar was doing exactly what is 
supposed to do. And as for having someone look at it, Jaime doesn’t know why they’d bother, 
since they’re just going to kill him...unless Dmitri wants to figure out how to shock Jaime through 


the collar and—unless they want to torture him. 


He doesn’t know why he didn’t think of it before; of course they want to torture him, probably 
publicly before the whole pack as an example. Why else would they have kept him alive this long? 


They leave him there, by himself, as they seem to settle in for the night. 


Jaime wonders if it’s a test, to see if he’ ll try to escape, because there was that incident with 
Eskender earlier, but there’s been no punishment, and this can’t possibly be their idea of a penalty, 
not with the stake right there in the middle of camp. He curls up in the corner, hunching against the 
cold as the sun dies and the skies darken. 


He doesn’t sleep. 


His eyes are heavy, sticky and crusted, when he opens them to the light, and his mind hazy and 
muddled. 


That’s alright. 


He doesn’t need to think today. He just needs to suffer, suffer enough for them, and then it will be 
over. 


Already, there are wolves gathering cautiously around the enclosure, keeping their distance, some 
gazes curious, most hungry. 


And that’s when he notices a tiny form, curled up in front of the bars. 
Silver. 

What’s she doing here? 

Before he can question it any more, though, the wolves are coming. 


There’s three of them— in human form, but Dmitri is the only one Jaime recognizes. A tall, 
graceful woman with swinging dark hair walks in front, her eyes so cutting Jaime feels like she can 
see right through him. The wolves part to let her through, and Jaime knows innately who she must 
be. The Alpha. 


Dmitri and the other person, a sandy-haired elder woman, walk by her side, in obvious deference. 
Dmitri halts when they get closer, eyes widening. “Rowan!” 
“So that’s where she ran off to,” The light-haired female murmurs. 


Dmitri looks like he wants to grab the little wolf shake her, and Jaime hides a smile at how familiar 
the feeling is. 


“Rowan!” He barks. 


The small form on the ground, pale light bouncing off her silver-tipped fur, raises her head slowly, 


yawns, and stretches luxuriously. 
“Come away from there,” Dmitri says harshly. 
The wolf looks at Jaime, blinking. 


Jaime looks back at her, feeling decidedly off-kilter. Is there...is she waiting for him to say 
something? Surely she won’t listen to him? 


He stays silent. 


“Rowan,” the Alpha speaks, gently. “You know we will hear you out before we decide. But it’s 
time for you to go.” 


The little wolf hesitates, but then seems to gather herself. She trots over to Dmitri and rubs herself 
on his legs like an affectionate cat, apologetic. 


Jaime aches. Just to hold her once, to feel her heartbeat, he knows she’s alive but he wants to—he 
wants to feel it. 


No. This is enough. This has to be enough; it’s all he’s got. 


“Don’t think you’re getting yourself out of anything with this act,” Dmitri grumbles, heart visibly 
softening. “That is some stunt you pulled, young lady—” 


She lets out a puppy bark, and he gives her an affectionate pat before shooing her away. She goes, 
reluctantly, but only stands back with the other wolves, and Jaime can feel her watching with 
gloomy eyes. 


The atmosphere instantly changes as she leaves, charged and tensed. 


The three figures stride up to the bars of Jaime’s enclosure. Jaime feels goosebumps ripple over his 
skin. Is this—is this it? He didn’t even—he didn’t—she was right there, right in front of him, and 
he...didn’t say goodbye. 


“Stand,” the Alpha commands. 


Jaime pushes himself up, but his limbs are sore and stiff, clumsy from the cold of the morning and 
a night on guard, and he stumbles, going to catch himself with his hands, and then pulling them 
back at the last minute, because fates, that would have hurt. Instead, he falls into the dirt and has to 
catch his breath before staggering up again, flushing, cheek smudged with dust, tasting it gritty 
between his teeth. 


One of the wolves watching lets out a snort. 
Jaime is keenly aware of the eyes on him, especially Sil-Rowan’s. 


He wouldn’t—he normally would never risk making a request, and his heart is spending with the 
boldness of it, but— 


“Please,” Jaime says. He’s speaking low enough that the three right in front of him can hear it, but 
the others—hopefully—don’t. Jaime’s not sure how keen wolf hearing is. 


“Please what, mage?’ Dmitri sneers. Apparently the wolf agrees with the audacity of Jaime’s 
presumption. 


Jaime takes a breath, glances at the Alpha, steeling himself for their response, steeling himself for 
denial. ““Don’t—don’t make Silver watch,” he says haltingly, keeping his tone quiet. “When you 
kill me. Please. She doesn’t deserve to have to see that, to remember it.” 


He thought appealing to Silver’s good instead of his own distress at the idea of her watching him 
die slowly might make them more inclined to listen, but Dmitri just raises a brow, eyes cold. 
“What makes you think she cares?” 


Jaime swallows against the lump forming in his throat. “She’s just a child.” Jaime makes himself 
say. His voice comes out soft and hollow. “She doesn’t know any better.” 


There’s quiet, for a moment, before the sandy-haired wolf breaks it with a confused, “Who’s 
Silver? Is he—is he talking about Rowan?” 


Dmitri moves his shoulders as if he’s shaking something off. “The collar, mage,” he says 
impatiently. 


Jaime bows his head, but there’s—he can’t do anything about it if they don’t want to listen to him. 
If they want to torture him in front of her. But they won’t—they’ ll have to key into the sigils of the 
collar before using it. It’s still blocking his magic but it won’t respond to them like the owner. He 
tilts his neck up obediently and closes his eyes, bracing. 


But there’s just—nothing, and then the Alpha speaks suddenly, sharply. “What is that?” 


Jaime opens his eyes, startled, but she’s...looking at the collar. Dmitri tilts his head at her. “Lada, 
that’s—that’s the mage collar, you know, the one we traded for with the Throlden pack, but 
haven’t used—” 


The Alpha, Lada, frowns. “Did you put it on him?” 


“No, he was already wearing it, I—I just assumed someone else got to him before I did—” Dmitri 
swallows, looking less sure. 


Someone else did get to him before Dmitri did, Jaime thinks dryly. 
“That,” the Alpha says slowly. “is not our mage collar.” 

A startled noise escapes Dmitri’s mouth. “Not our...?” 

“Whose is it then?” The sandy-haired one questions. 

All three of them turn toward Jaime. 


He doesn’t know what answer they’re looking for. They have a mage collar? Of course this isn’t 
their mage collar, not yet, it’s— 


“The hunter’s?” Jaime says, feeling almost as lost as the wolves look. 
He watches their faces change. 


Dmitri’s jaw clenches. The Alpha, Lada, is plainly struggling deeply with something, and the other 
wolf just looks stunned. 


“What do you mean, the hunter’s?” Dmitri demands harshly. “You mean to claim the hunters had 
a—a collar—” 


He breaks off, as if the idea is so ridiculous he can’t even bear to say it. 


Jaime can’t unscrunch his brows. Why else would he have been with the hunters? How in the fates 
else do they think the hunter’s made him do what they wanted? 


“But—you did magic when no one was touching you, we saw you do magic, you threw Rowan in a 
cage just as we were coming into view of camp—” The blonde wolf stammers. 


Oh. Jaime understands the mix-up, now. They saw his accidental magic rebel against the hunters 
and want to make sure the same thing won’t happen again. 


“That was—an anomaly,” he assures. “It won’t happen again, not with—with Rowan safe. My 
magic somehow. ..reacted strongly to her, it broke through when the hunt—when they—” Jaime 
wets his lips, reliving the desperation of the moment, “they were going to...hurt her.” 


““W ait—what do you mean ‘broke through’, as in broke through your collar?” Dmitri turns to the 
blonde wolf. “Is that—is that possible?” 


The wolf looks dubious. “It would have to be accidental magic, maybe, very strong.” 


Dmitri turns back to him, eyes narrowing. “And—to protect her? You’re claiming you threw her 
into a cage for her safety?” 


Ah. Jaime can understand how that might have looked. But he’s—he never wanted to convince the 
wolves of anything, he just wanted them to kill him as quickly as possible, and now he’s not really 
sure what to do. 


“T couldn’t watch her die.” Jaime says. 


Dmitri’s eyes harden. “Like you’ ve watched hundreds of other wolves die? Like you’ ve helped 
with their deaths?” 


Jaime looks at the ground, because he can’t—Dmitri’s right, and saving Sil-Rowan doesn’t excuse 
anything, doesn’t redeem him. He never thought it would. 


“Dmitri.” The Alpha, Lada, speaks, and Dmitri shrinks under her reproving look, falling silent. 


Lada’s gaze turns to Jaime. “So, then. If that is the hunter’s collar, what caused it to malfunction 
last night? Their deaths?” 


Oh. They thought—oh. Well, Dmitri did mention they’d never actually used their mage collar 
before. Jaime wonders for a brief moment if he can hide it, if there’s some excuse he could give 
that would sound believable—but the shrewd gaze of the Alpha makes him feel like somehow, 
she’d know. 


“Tt didn’t malfunction.” Jaime says numbly. “Eskender activated it.” 

“Activated?” The Alpha questions steadily. 

Jaime winces. “It—it sends a sort of pulse, turning my magic against me and focusing it inwards.” 
“And it’s—painful?” Lada says. 

Jaime waits as long as he can before admitting it. “... Yes.” 


He half expects them to want to activate it right then, his breathing going shallow. 


But lucky for him, they’re apparently still processing this fact. 

“Tt shocks you.” Dmitri says, flatly. “With your own magic.” 

Jaime can’t make himself speak again, seal his fate, so he just nods. 

No one speaks for a moment. 

Low murmurs break out among the other gathered wolves. 

Probably thinking of all the opportunities that have been opened up to them, Jaime shudders. 
“Elli? Is that...possible?” Lada turns to the blonde wolf. 

“Tt’s not like I’m an expert, but yeah, it makes sense. I might even have heard of it before.” 
“T guess we won’t be needing you to fix the collar, then,” Dmitri mutters to her. 

Jaime legs feel suddenly weak. 

“Dmitri,” Lada says decidedly. “Bring him out.” 


Dmitri glances at her, but doesn’t hesitate to open the door to Jaime’s enclosure. He moves inside 
to grasp Jaime, and before Jaime can stop himself, he shrinks into the corner, as far away from the 
wolf as he can get, back pressing against the frigid cold iron of the bars. Dmitri pauses. 


It’s—considerate, of Dmitri, to give Jaime a moment to collect himself. He’s sure he’Il have a 
chance to beg forgiveness for it later. He closes his eyes. Silver is safe. She’s safe with her pack. 
She’s alive. She’s safe. 


“T’m—sorry.” Jaime says. He deserves this, he knows he does. 
Knowing he deserves a punishment has never made it any easier for him. Coward his mind hisses. 


He forces himself to step forward, but he can’t seem to even out his breathing, and he lets out a 
silent curse. He doesn’t want them to think he’s trying to—gain sympathy, manipulate them. 


But then Dimitri, more gently than Jaime expects, guides him out onto the open ground of the 
camp. Jaime finds his gaze flitting back to the stake more than once. Will the shocking be enough? 
Will they want to whip him? Jaime is sure the vine is still lying around somewhere, and with the 
pole right there—or will they have their own methods they want to use on him? After all, they can 
shift. Tooth and claw might be more up their alley for inflicting pain. 


The wolves close in around him, surrounding him, several of them shifting into wolf form. They 
look like something out of Jaime’s nightmares, hulking bodies, straining muscles, jaws dripping 
saliva, wanting vengeance for their kin. 


There’s so—so many of them, and Jaime resists the urge to just crumple onto the ground and beg, 
he doesn’t need to be broken not again not again not— 


But they don’t want to break him, they just want to punish. And Jaime understands that, he does— 


he can feel his mind melting into panicked static. His fingers curl reflexively toward his palms, 
trying to form defensive fists, but the movement tears at the the thin layer of filmy skin that formed 
to stop the bleeding the day before, and Jaime holds back a gasp as the fire comes back, blood 
oozing from the line where he tried to make it to bend. 


Jaime doesn’t think a sound actually escapes his lips, but something catches the Alpha’s notice all 
the same. 


“What is it?” She says shrewdly. 


With the pain still coursing through him, Jaime shakes his head. He can’t—he can’t take more on 
his hands, they can hurt him anywhere else— 


“Hey, what happened to his hands?” Elli says loudly, wrinkling her nose. 


Jaime’s eyes snap toward his tied wrists, along with every other gaze in the vicinity. One of his 
fingers is dripping blood. 


“Oh, yeah.” Dimitri says weakly. 


“Okay, that is if,” says a voice from the crowd. A tall man is pushing through the others, his eyes 
friendly and golden-colored. “Time for someone who’s not an idiot to step in—not talking about 
you, of course, Lada,” he adds respectfully. The tall man scowls at Dimitri. “And you—do you 
mean to say you noticed earlier that his hands were covered in blood and didn’t think to mention it 
to the healer?” 


“J—it, it was there last night, but I thought—” Dimitri protests. “He was a prisoner—” 
The tall wolf rolls his eyes. “AJ/. Idiots.” 


He turns to Jaime, who recoils. A—a healer? But why—no, just torture him and kill him, he never 
thought of them wanting to heal him over and over, keep him as a plaything. 


“No, please,” he says. 


The healer stops advancing, and Jaime realizes how /oud his voice sounded in the middle of the 
hushed group. He should—he needs to— 


but he can feel his breathing spiraling, quick and uneven, he knows it shouldn’t be that fast but he 
can’t stop it and he’s trying to get enough air to speak because he needs to say it, but— 


“Please,” he gasps. He’s sick with dread, dizzy with it, he needs to get himself together so they can 
just get on with the torture but— 


“Okay.” The healer has backed away—all of them have, leaving a ring of space around him, and 
the healer is holding his hands up and splayed open in a universal gesture of surrender. “Calm 
down. I’m not going to touch you. Breathe.” 


And Jaime does. He closes his eyes, pretends he’s in the woods, by himself. No hunters around 
him, no wolves, just the sunlight, warm across his skin, the thick, damp scent of the moss, just the 
honeyed, wind-swept graciousness of every wild and sweet thing. There. He finds the rhythm and 
clings to it. 


When he comes back, someone is saying, “Well at least J didn’t break him,” —Jaime recognizes 
Dmitri’s voice after a moment. 


Dimitri falls silent as he notices Jaime. 
“Back with us?” It’s the tall healer that speaks this time. 


“I—yes.” Jaime confesses. His voice is husky and strained, which doesn’t surprise him, since his 


throat itself feels parched. He hasn’t—he hasn’t actually had a drink since early last evening, and 
it’s mid-morning, now. He feels himself sway. 


“Can you...tell me what you wanted to ask, before?” The healer says to him, carefully. He glances 
to one of the other wolves, briefly. “Ruslan, water, please. Elli, a stool?” 


Elli and another wolf, red-haired, immediately leave, and the healer turns back to Jaime, waiting 
intently. 


Elli returns almost immediately with a stool, and as soon as it’s behind Jaime, he collapses onto it. 
The healer takes another seat from someone else and sits across from him. 


Jaime—hesitates, then says too quickly, “Ijustwantyoutokillme.” 
“T—you what?” 


Maybe they want him to beg, and he can, Jaime’s always been willing to beg. “I—you can even— 
you can shock me first, if you want, or—you can do whatever you want, but then please, just kill 
me, you don’t—you don’t need to—” 


to heal him. To make him heal himself. To make it happen over and over and over 


“Okay, I need you to breathe again, mage, just slow down—” The healer says. “That’s it. Now, I 
think there’s been a slight misunderstanding here. Lada?” 


The Alpha wolf is frowning at Jaime. “I don’t—we’re probably not going to kill you.” 
“Okay, not that helpful,” the healer sighs. “Mage—what his name? Does anyone know?” 
The healer leans toward Jaime. “What’s your name?” 

“Tt will be easier to kill me if you don’t know it,” Jaime says dully. 

“Nobody is killing you,” the healer says. 

“Not yet.” Lada says calmly. 


The healer spins on her. “Do you need to go sit somewhere else? I am trying to calm him down so 
that he at least doesn’t die of a heart attack before you have chance to actually question him!” 


“Tt’s Jaime.” Dmitri murmurs. 

Jaime looks up, and the dark haired wolf is staring at him. 
“T’ve heard Rowan say it,” Dmitri explains. 

The healer turns to him, voice softening. “Is that right?” 


Jaime nods, a little overwhelmed with hearing his name spoken aloud for the second time in two 
days. Even Silver hadn’t spoken it most of the time he was with her, because she was in wolf form. 


“Okay.” The healer takes a breathe. “Jaime. ’'m Ash. I’m the healer, obviously,” he waves his 
hand. “Now. can you tell me what exactly you expect is going on here?” 


Jaime doesn’t really want to think about it that much, but he ventures a guess. “You..want to heal 
me?” 


“Well, yes. That’s sort of what I do.” Ash smiles crookedly at him, and Jaime is filled with a 
sudden longing. That...that could have been him, maybe, in another life. He could have Ash’s easy 
dimple and amiable eyes and open temperament, he could heal and be good at it. That’s sort of 
what I do. 


But he doesn’t, and he isn’t. He’s sitting on a stool, cowering and alone, and waiting to die. 
“And what then?” Ash asks. 
“And then—then you’ lI—” 


Ash waits, but Jaime—his hand starts to move toward his collar, and he abruptly aborts the 
movement. 


Ash is looking at the collar, too. 

Lada’s eyes darken. 

“Use it.” Jaime whispers. 

“And by use, you mean...” 

“Activate it. My collar.” Jaime says, risking a glance up at Lada. 
Someone in the crowd sucks in their breath, loudly. 


“No.” Dimitri says. “Out of the question. We’re not going to—fates. We’ re not going toactivate 
your collar.” 


Oh. But then— 
“W-whip me, then,” Jaime stammers. 


And oh, no, that—that was the wrong thing to say. Ash’s eyes have widened to twice their size, 
Dimitri looks furious, and even Lada’s mouth is pursed in pinched disapproval. 


Jaime wants to rush to save himself, but he doesn’t know what else to say. Is he supposed to keep 
suggesting tortures he’s expecting? 


“Jaime.” Ash says, finally. “I don’t think—* 


““__Ts that what the hunters did to you?” Dimitri interrupts. The corners of his mouth are tugged 
downward, his eyes stormy, he’s still angry and Jaime doesn’t know what he wants. 


Maybe knowing Jaime was whipped by the hunters will bring Dimitri some type of pleasure, some 
feeling of retribution, if Lada’s not going to allow the wolves to do it? 


“..Among other things.” Jaime admits, subdued. 


“For what?” Dimitri looks like he’s trying to understand something and can’t. “You—you were 
one of them, why would they...?” 


One of them. 


A laugh breaks from Jaime’s mouth, sharp like shards of glass, bitter and throbbing. “I did what I 
had to do to survive,” Jaime flares. “And I'll take whatever punishment you think is necessary for 


it. But I was never, never, one of them.” 
Most of the wolves look stunned. 
“But the lead hunter—Rowan said—” Dimitri says. 


“Eskender had a liking for things very few are willing to give sexually,” Jaime shrugs, allowing a 
fraction of the scorn he’s always felt for the man to seep into his voice. “He didn’t see any problem 
with taking it from someone who couldn’t stop him.” 


“Couldn’t stop him—” Dimitri actually looks sick, and Jaime is worried about the wolf for a 
minute. 


For all their savage reputation, they’re not really living up to things very well. The hunters did a lot 
more to him in the first 24-hours they had him. 


“So the collar does control you?” Lada questions, quietly. 


Jaime shakes his head. “It controls my magic. They—you—can take it away completely, or allow 
certain amounts of power to come through.” 


“And the hunters wanted you to use your magic for—” 

“You're wolves.” Jaime says, because he’s just tired. “What do you think?” 
“And if you didn’t?” Lada says. “If you refused?” 

“I'd be punished.” Jaime says simply. “Until I couldn’ t.” 


There is silence for quite a while after that, and Jaime finds that he’s really sort of stopped caring 
what the wolves are doing, what they’re going to do. There’s still an absentminded curiosity about 
his fate, but it’s just so much work to feel things, and he’s so...he just wants to sleep. He didn’t 
sleep last night, and he can feel the weariness in his bones. 


“We’re not going to shock you. And we’re not going to whip you.” Lada says finally. “Ash is going 
to heal you, and then—well.” 


“Please don’t keep me,” Jaime requests, still feeling pleasantly unmoored. 
Lada looks taken back. “Of course you don’t have to stay with us if you don’t want to—” 


“Td really rather you just kill me,” Jaime says, and is pleased to hear how earnest he sounds. 
That’s good. He is. 


Dimitri snarls a little. “Really? You’d rather die than live with us? You must think us uncivilized 
barbarians like everyone else if you—” 


Jaime blinks at him. “No, I'd rather—I don’t want to be a plaything.” He explains. “I don’t want to 
be...kept.” 


Dimitri abruptly quiets, looking sick again. 


“Jaime.” Ash is speaking, now. “The things the hunters made you do; we’re not going to punish 
you for them. It wasn’t...it wasn’t your fault. We’re not going to torture you. We’re not going to 
kill you.” 


Lada doesn’t contradict him, this time. 
“Jaime,” Ash says softly. “We’re going to let you go. You're free.” 
It’s been so long since Jaime even thought about this, and he doesn’ t—he doesn’ t— 


He realizes, suddenly, that he’s crying. He doesn’t know when he started, and he also doesn’t seem 
to be able to stop. 


Ash reaches forward, very slowly, and—he’s going for Jaime’s neck. 


Lies, Jaime thinks, and he waits for the shock, but the only sound is a quiet click, and then—and 
then the leather falls away from Jaime’s skin. 


He feels abruptly naked, and then lightheaded again, and then—the edges of his vision start to 
darken. 


He never did get that water. 


His magic is rushing through him, heady and rich, and there’s so much of it he feels slightly drunk 
on it. It pokes and prods at his hand, wanting to heal, but Jaime pulls it back. He hasn’t—he 
doesn’t want to—they haven’t given him permission to heal, and besides, what if they’re lying, 
what if he heals himself and they just want to hurt him all over again? But now his collar is off, 
and he’s still weak, still suffering the effects of what he knows was a starvation diet, still 
recovering from injuries but—he determines if they’ve taken it off just to put their own collar on, 
it’s going to be as hard for them as he can make it. 


Jaime has just finished deciding that when he feels himself tipping over, and then—darkness. 


Jaime wakes up in a cold sweat, chills running along the back of his neck. It’s dark, and he’s on a 
cot, a pillow under his head, soft blankets tucked around him, and a stand with a bowl of water by 
his head. 


His hand immediately goes up to feel it - bare skin. No collar. And—his hands are wrapped, clean 
and careful, with strip of linen. 


Jaime. We’re letting you go. You’re free. 


He still doesn’t know if he can believe it, but having his magic makes him feel steady, balanced in 
a way he’s forgotten he ever had, and he’s—he’s alright with waiting, resting, while he decides. 


He takes a breath, and then he sees it - a shadow, in the doorway. Small, grey fur, large chocolate 
eyes that glint slightly in the darkness. 


“Silver,” he breathes. 


She pads inside timidly and stops at the edge of his bed, looking up at him as if asking for 
permission. 


“You want to—come up?” Jaime says, haltingly. After everything? She’s here, in the middle of the 


night, who’s going to protect her if Jaime tries something? He won’t, of course, but—but she 
doesn’t know that. He practically /ied to her about who he was— 


Silver hops up onto the cot and immediately starts tickling his nose with her rough pink tongue. 


“Hey—hey!” Jaime muffles a laugh. Something unbearably soft and tender wells up in him. She 
licks him again and it feels—it feels like he’s been handed a forgiveness he never thought he’d 
have a chance to earn. 


She pokes her nose into his chest with a snuffle, then pulls back, sneezing. 


When she plops down and curls up next to him, shuffling close to his chest—he’s—he’s wearing a 
shirt, and it’s soft—Jaime strokes her soft fur. She closes her eyes. 


He feels his magic, free and untethered, coil up around her, humming, warm and happy. 


When Jaime glances back at the tent entrance, he sees a larger silhouette flopped just inside the 
doorway. Dark, brawny, black fur that blends into the night until it’s hard to tell them apart at all. 
For the first time Jaime remembers, it doesn’t feel like a threat. 
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